The Natural History of Lower Extremity Malalignment.
Lower extremity malalignment is a common problem presented to pediatric orthopaedists. Risk for early arthritis is often a concern among parents seeking advice and treatment. We seek to review previous research with regard to the natural history of malalignment. A search of available literature on PubMed was constructed to capture articles covering the natural history of malalignment, secondary to childhood fracture as well as congenital and acquired pediatric deformity. In order to remain strictly relevant to pediatrics, articles reviewing deformities acquired in adulthood were not referenced. Biomechanical data and animal studies were included when deemed appropriate. High-quality data with regard to long-term risk of arthritis due to malalignment is lacking. Through a combination of biomechanical data, animal models, and a small body of longitudinal clinical data, it is clear that some patients with malalignment progress to early arthritic change. Unfortunately, detailed risk factors of who is at high risk versus low risk remains difficult to determine. Treatment of minor lower extremity malalignment is not supported by the current orthopaedic literature. Treatment plans should focus on the presence of symptoms, and in asymptomatic but severe cases. Even in more severe cases, strong evidence to support prophylactic realignment is not available. Evidence to suggest that preventative realignment is superior to intervention at the time of symptom onset does not exist.